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backwards and downwards, bill still pointing vertically, while bird flexes its
legs and lowers body ; then stands up again. Accompanied by note (3).
(Wing-waving recorded as part of greeting : E. Selous.) (2) Snapping
ceremony. Head brought forward and downward, with neck extended, to
level of feet or lower (e.g. over edge of nest), with legs somewhat flexed, while
mandibles are snapped together with quite loud sound. Typical course of
pairing is described by Verwey as follows. Male in early spring calls for mate
at old nest or branch chosen as nest-site, using note (i) and the stretching
ceremony, with now and then the bill-snapping ; also pulls at twigs on tree
or in nest and may fetch twigs from ground. On arrival of female note
ceases, stretching ceremony is performed a few times and, as soon as female
prepares to pitch, the snapping ceremony, which may be repeated 20-40
times. Author believes this ceremony to be peculiar to male during this
phase of breeding-cycle, but according to Selous (see below) it continues into
incubation period and seems to be employed by both sexes. Approach of
female is generally gradual and cautious ; if too abrupt ordinary instinct of
male to drive off any Heron entering nest " territory " is liable to overmaster
pairing instinct. As they become accustomed to mutual proximity tentative
caresses of one another's plumage take place, initiated by male, and sooner or
later he offers stick to female, which she accepts (sometimes with stretching
posture before taking it) and builds into nest. Spectacle of female building
greatly excites male, which persistently caresses female, mutual stimulation
presently leading to coition. Essentials -of -this sequence of events were
observed by E. Selous as early as 1916 (cf. Realities of Bird-Life, pp. 33-52),
though he identified sexes wrongly. Coition is riot immediately preceded by
any posturing ; it usually takes place after feather-pecking or following
nest-relief by either sex, female standing on nest or branch, with neck
extended approximately horizontally, supporting male, which often holds
on to her neck-feathers with bill and raises or waves wings ; female may also
flap wings to maintain balance. Selous observed bill-snapping following
coition. In "introductory" period before flrst coition birds are often still
somewhat suspicious of one another, and a chance abrupt movement may
lead to defensive response and so to squabbles and " bill-sparrings " ; often
after a moment of tension bills are merely used in a caressing movement,
which, however, is not otherwise used and only follows defensive reaction.
A clattering noise with bill distinct from the ordinary snapping or clicking
was once heard by Verwey from two different birds, but appears to be
unusual. Attempts at " rape " of breeding females, by both unpaired and
paired males, are apt to occur. J. S. Huxley shows that greeting ceremony at
nest-relief is not invariable and also describes a posture (seen once, Mar. 22)
combining features of stretching and snapping ceremonies, but possibly
abnormal; bird facing mate shot up head and neck vertically " uttering
deep groans/1 then suddenly leaned forward and lay flat on nest, stretching
neck horizontally towards mate with clicking note, repeating whole perform-
ance several times. In spring birds soar over the heronry and sometimes
chase one another or perform evolutions in the air, tilting over to one side
or indulging in headlong or zigzagging dives. Such performances, however,
have been observed also in autumn (R. Brown), and "looping the loop"
has once been recorded in case of a single bird (W. B. Nichols), so that such
displays are evidently not in any rigid sense sexual. Communal gatherings
have been stated to occur in winter at which birds perform a kind of dance,